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Abstract. In this article I pose two questions to traditional International Relations (IR)
theory: why does it not use the concept of violence more often, and why does it not discuss
the meaning of violence? I aim to highlight the way in which violence is hidden in the way
we talk about IR, and that the way IR talks about violence without naming it functions to
legitimise state violence. I do this by analysing the way the concept of violence is used in
traditional IR literature, and then looking at how violence has been defined. I argue that a
narrow definition is most useful for the study of IR, and that it should not be used merely
to refer to anything we do not like. But this must not preclude challenging the normative
uses of violence that suggest that it is only state violence that is legitimate, and that hides
personal violence from the scope of IR.
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PhD from the University of Hull, researching the efficacy of violence and the 1991 Gulf
War. Claire can be contacted at: {Claire.Thomas@sheffield.ac.uk}.

The study of International Relations (IR) is said to be predominantly about
violence. Waltz agrees with the statement that ‘The state among states [. . .]
conducts its affairs in the brooding shadow of violence’,1 whilst Campbell and
Dillon point out that ‘According to modern political thought, violence is the ultima
ratio of politics.’2 Given this, it may seem irrational to ask why IR does not talk
about violence. IR does talk about violence. The question has two aspects: why do
we not use the word ‘violence’ more often, and why do we not discuss what we
mean by ‘violence’ more often?

The absence of the concept of violence is particularly noticeable in traditional
IR studies. A good example is an edited book by Art and Waltz, entitled The Use
of Force. International Politics and Foreign Policy.3 In this book, many terms are
used for violence, especially the word ‘force’, and yet the concept of violence is
overlooked. The exception to this is the chapter by Thomas Schelling entitled The

* I would like to thank the following people for their helpful, constructive comments at various points
of this article’s development: Tom Kane, Rhiannon Vickers, Georgina Waylen, Brian White, and the
journal’s anonymous reviewers.

1 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw Hill, 1979), p. 102.
2 David Campbell and Michael Dillon, ‘Introduction. The End of Philosophy and the End of

International Relations’, in D. Campbell & M. Dillon (eds), The Political Subject of Violence
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), p. 1.

3 R. Art and K. Waltz (eds), The Use of Force. International Politics and Foreign Policy, 2nd Edition
(London: University Press of America, 1983).
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Diplomacy of Violence which uses the word violence throughout. In the introduc-
tory chapter by Art and Waltz, the word violence is only used once. Instead there
are references to the ‘use of force’, ‘raining destruction’, ‘attack’, ‘offensive
strategies’, ‘strike back’ and ‘assured destruction of cities’. These alternative words
are not just a creative use of vocabulary. They keep at bay the harmful, destructive,
personal nature of violence. They hide the fact that an individual (or usually, many
individuals) are being hurt by the use of violence. This makes the use of violence
more palatable, even making it sound like the right, ‘statesman-like’ thing to do.
Art and Waltz argue for the importance of the use of ‘force’ in international
politics, and their use of language legitimises this.

Although this article will focus on traditional IR, that is not because critical
theory4 is immune to problems with the concept of violence. Many critical theorists
acknowledge a broad understanding of the concept of violence, yet their use of the
concept often refers to a direct, narrow definition. It is too often the case that the
concept of violence is used with little clarity about what is being referred to. Because
there is the potential to interpret violence in a broad way, it becomes unclear
whether the word violence refers to physical, direct violence or to the ‘violence’ of
ideas, or repression and so on.5 However, for the purposes of this article traditional
IR (by which I mean IR which stems from the Realist, Liberal or Grotian traditions)
will be the focus due to constraints of what can be achieved in one piece of work.

Violence is a contested concept,6 so one could ask why bother discussing the
meaning of the concept at all? The words we use in the study of politics are
incredibly important. They are the ‘tools of the trade’ for researchers. The words
we use are important as they convey our meaning, and therefore help to
communicate our ideas. The words and language we use to express ideas also affect
the ideas themselves. Our language affects what can be said about the subject in
hand, and therefore affects the way we think about, and act in, the world.7 In other
words, the language used to ‘tell the story’ about violence is important not only in
communicating that story clearly, but also because it affects the story itself.

Some argue that we need to challenge the meaning of political concepts in order
to challenge the foundations of the existing political and social order.8 There is
certainly value in this point of view. This should not mean an acceptance of any
definition that is offered however. The aim of this article is to highlight the various
ideas and meanings associated with the concept of violence and problems with
some of them. I am advocating a narrow definition of violence, but this does not
preclude challenging the way the concept is used in traditional theory, or the
political order that represents and reproduces. This article will challenge the way
‘violence’ is used and how it upholds a particular way of viewing the world.

4 By critical theory I mean non-traditional IR theory, including Frankfurt school inspired IR, and
post-modern, or post-structural IR theory.

5 There is not enough scope to discuss this in the article. An example of where the concept of violence
is used but could be interpreted in a variety of ways is D. Campbell and M. Dillon (eds), The
Political Subject of Violence (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993).

6 I am referring to violence as a concept as I am discussing not only the narrow meaning of the term,
but also the ideas associated with the term. Thus, a concept refers to a number of different instances
that are incorporated under the general concept of violence.

7 S. Mulligan, ‘The Uses of Legitimacy in International Relations’, Millennium, 34:2 (2006), p. 356.
8 Cf. L Shepherd, ‘“Victims, Perpetrators and Actors” Revisited: Exploring the Potential for a

Feminist Reconceptualisation of (International) Security and (Gender) Violence’, British Journal of
Politics and International Relations, 9:2 (2007), p. 250.
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Concepts in politics have inherently fuzzy boundaries, and are normative to a
greater or lesser degree. The aim of this article is to open debate about the meaning
of violence and to identify why, how and where the concept is contested.
Awareness of these issues is important even if the reader disagrees with the actual
definition presented. Thus, while I am suggesting a particular definition, the main
aim is to highlight aspects that need attention when discussing violence. This article
will be treating violence predominantly as a descriptive concept, insofar as it will
explore how to determine whether something is violence or not. But this does not
mean that normative questions will be ruled out. Clearly all political concepts are
situated to some degree within a normative framework, and with the concept of
violence there are moral debates about the undesirability of its use.

The aim of this article is therefore twofold. Firstly, it aims to highlight the
places where the concept of violence is hidden, and argue that we need to bring the
concept of violence back into IR. Secondly, it aims to open the debate about what
the concept of violence means in IR, and how it can be used productively, rather
than as a rhetorical tool for naming things we do not approve of. The first part
looks at the ways in which violence has been used in traditional IR theory. It
demonstrates that the concept of violence is rarely used by traditional scholars, but
when it is used predominantly it refers to direct, physical violence. I will argue that
the rarity of its use may be due to the implied illegitimacy of violence, when these
scholars are focusing on ‘legitimate’ state uses of violence. The use of other terms
such as force are used to refer to state violence performing the function of
legitimising state use of violence, whilst undermining others’ use of violent tactics.
The second part of the article explores how the concept of violence has been
defined in the literature, and the benefits and problems with various definitions. It
will highlight the problems with defining violence solely according to the perceived
legitimacy of the actor, and argue that implications of legitimacy within the use of
the concept, and rhetorical uses of the term for political purposes need to be
highlighted. It then looks at some broad definitions of violence, including structural
violence, and argues that whilst these definitions perform the useful function of
highlighting the fact that poverty, disease and so on lead to more deaths than war,
including these things within the concept of violence is not helpful. It argues that
it is important to establish links between structural injustice and violence, but that
this does not require us to label all these things as violent. Therefore, I will argue
that a narrow definition of direct violence as the use of physical force to inflict
injury or cause damage to a person or property is the most useful in international
politics, but that traditional theory needs to be more aware of the impact that
structural problems have on the potential for violence and the way it is carried out.
Finally the article will highlight why the use of the concept ‘violence’ is a valuable
approach to the study of IR.

The use of the concept of violence in traditional IR

In analysing the ways that IR uses the concept of violence, this article will look at
three main types of definition, and look at where different IR texts use this
meaning. In doing this there is a certain element of interpretation. One of the most

Why don’t we talk about ‘violence’ in International Relations? 1817
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frustrating and problematical aspects of the concept of violence in IR literature is
that authors rarely define what they mean by violence, even when they analyse it
extensively. Many authors use the concept only rarely. We can conjecture whether
this is a rational choice due to the contested nature of the concept, or whether it
is because other terms serve their purposes better.

Direct violence

The predominant usage of the concept of violence in IR is to mean either direct
violence, or violence as the equivalent of military force. This is especially the case
for those texts that use the concept only rarely.

Several traditional IR texts almost completely avoid using the concept of
violence, even when they are discussing phenomena which clearly come under the
rubric of violence. When they do use the concept, it often appears to be used
interchangeably with the concepts they are using, whether that be ‘military force’,
‘war’ and so on. A clear example is Kenneth Waltz in Man, the State and War, the
theme of which is the causes of war, a clear example of violence.9 In this book
Waltz only uses the word violence 11 times. In many of these cases the word is
used to mean the same thing as inter-state war. For example: ‘If violence among
states is caused by the evilness of man, to aim at the internal reform of states will
not do much good. And if violence among states is the product of international
anarchy, to aim at the conversion of individuals can accomplish little.’10

Morgenthau also uses the concept of violence only relatively rarely in Politics
Among Nations.11 Again, he uses it predominantly to mean direct violence. In most
cases, however, Morganthau feels the need to specify that he is referring to physical
violence, perhaps an acknowledgement of the contested nature of the concept. For
example: ‘Political power, however, must be distinguished from force in the sense
of the actual exercise of physical violence. The threat of physical violence in the
form of police action, imprisonment, capital punishment, or war is an intrinsic
element of politics.’12 One of the reasons Morgenthau refers to violence only rarely
is because he draws a line between the threat of violence and its actual use. He
discusses the threat predominantly, without getting into the unsavoury aspects of
the actual use of violence by a state. The whole topic sounds very clinical in this
text. For example, Morgenthau writes ‘The political aim of military preparations
is [. . .] to make the actual application of military force unnecessary by inducing the
prospective enemy to desist from the use of military force’.13

Bull is an exception to this trend, as he uses the concept of violence often. He
also uses the concept predominantly to refer to direct violence, both by state and
non-state actors. In this way, he is a good example of the use of the concept of
violence as advocated in this article. He confines his understanding of violence to

9 K. Waltz, Man, the State and War. A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press,
2001).

10 Waltz, Man, the State and War, p. 14.
11 Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations. The Struggle for Power and Peace, 3rd Edition (New

York: Alffred A Knopf, 1960).
12 Ibid., p. 28.
13 Ibid., p. 30.
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a narrow, instrumental definition, yet does not hide from using the concept, and
thus the harm that is caused to individuals when violence is used. At the same time,
he does not fall into the trap of using violence only for illegitimate actors. An
example illustrates this: ‘it is clear that the monopoly of legitimate international
violence long enjoyed by sovereign states is being challenged on the one hand by
non-state political groups employing so-called “low-level” or “terrorist” violence
on an international scale, and on the other hand by the assumption by inter-
national organisations of a right to use violence’.14 In this example Bull uses the
concept of violence equally, regardless of who the actor is. One can also assume
that he is referring to direct, intentional, instrumental violence.

These few examples have shown that, whilst many traditional IR texts do not
use the concept of violence often, where they do use it, it tends to be violence of
a direct nature. Although this is a question of interpretation, the context within
which the concept of violence is used in these texts, including the substitution for
the terms ‘military force’ or ‘war’, make it clear that these texts are referring to
direct violence. The fact that the concept of violence is used only rarely is not
necessarily a criticism, as some authors use more specific terms, for example war.
War is a specific form of violence, but not all violence is war. Being more specific
with ones terminology is a positive thing. However this is not always the case.
Sometimes less specific terms are used, and these cases can be accused of
euphemism, or of constructing a discourse where violence in international politics
is perceived as a normal part of the functioning of the international system.

Violence as illegitimate

Before discussing the way that ‘violence’ is used to categorise something as
legitimate or illegitimate, the meaning of legitimacy needs to be determined. Of
course, this is another contested concept, and one which is used to refer to many
different things. It draws ‘on concepts of (moral and epistemic) right, legality,
custom, tradition and popular approval’.15 In the end, it refers to many different
things, and is impossible to define simply. What is clear with the concept of
legitimacy is that it conveys a meaning of approval, and this is key to the meaning
of legitimacy being used here.16 The aim is not to describe what is legal, but rather
to convey the idea that something is perceived (or socially constructed) as the right,
or justified thing to do.

Often, ‘violence’ is used only to refer to its use by non-state actors, or those the
author does not approve of. In much of the IR literature investigated here there
is a consistent approach, as although there are references to illegitimate or
non-state actors using violence, state actors are also referred to on occasion as
using violence. However, one could question why it is that traditional IR scholars
in particular rarely use the concept of violence. It has to be noted that they
predominantly discuss the use of violence between states – ‘legitimate’ actors, and

14 H. Bull, The Anarchical Society. A Study of Order in World Politics (London: Macmillan, 1977),
pp. 155–6.

15 S. Mulligan, ‘The Uses of Legitimacy’, p. 351.
16 Ibid., p. 355.
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thus if violence were to be restricted to illegitimate cases, then that could explain
the infrequent use of the concept.

A good example of this is Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics.17

This text does not use the term violence at all, despite the fact that there is much
discussion of the need to use ‘military force’, including many case studies of states
that have done so.18 Rather, the violence between states is portrayed in such a way
as it becomes clear that this is legitimate action, and we cannot doubt that it is
typical and justifiable state behaviour. For example ‘Japan took advantage of
almost every favourable shift in the balance of power to act aggressively’,19 Italy
‘focused its aggressive intentions on five different areas’,20 and ‘Stalin was also
determined to conquer territory’.21 This does not mean that there is no recognition
within this text of the brutality of violence. But it is an interesting example that
within a text of this size, about the subject of violence, the word violence is not
used. This at least hints at the fact that ‘violence’ is seen as illegitimate, and the
use of military force between states is seen as legitimate. After all, the purpose of
the text is to set out the case for offensive realism, which claims that great powers
attempt to maximise their power through offensive strategies, and that war is the
main strategy used to do this.22 This is borne out by the fact that one of the very
rare occasions that Mearsheimer uses the concept of violence (in a separate article)
is in discussing ethnic violence in the former Yugoslavia, where he refers to ‘the
interethnic violence’. This is contrasted in the same article with ‘the Spring 1999
military offensive’, referring to ‘legitimate’ violence.23 Snyder does a similar thing
when he refers to violence by non-state actors, but a ‘military response’ by state
actors.24 For example he refers to ‘the violence that is vexing the experiment with
democracy in Iraq’.25

This way of ‘hiding’ state violence as the justified way of countering illegal,
private violence has been linked to modernity, dating back to at least the
seventeenth century, so is not a new phenomenon with IR scholars.26 This link
between modern thought and the justification of violence for the spread of
modernity and civilisation has been widely recognised as damaging.27 This is still
important today as modern Western thought continues to influence what seems to
be common sense, and distinctions between civilisation and barbarism continue to
inform the distinctions we make between legitimate and illegitimate violence.28

There are prominent examples of this sort of discourse continuing. Meyer points
to examples of Tony Blair using the danger of the ‘uncivilised other’ to argue that

17 J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (London: W. W. Norton, 2001).
18 The only exception to this is the use of the word violence in a quote (p. 378), and in the preface

which begins ‘The twentieth century was a period of great international violence’ (p. xi).
19 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 173.
20 Ibid., p. 203.
21 Ibid., p. 197.
22 Ibid., p. 138.
23 J. Mearsheimer, ‘The Case for Partitioning Kosovo’, in T. Carpenter (ed.), NATO’s Empty Victory:

A Postmortem on the Balkan War (Washington: CATO Institute, 2000), p. 133. Available at:
{http://mearsheimer.uchicago.edu/all-pubs.html}, accessed on 4 September 2008.

24 J. Snyder, ‘One World, Rival Theories’, Foreign Policy, 145 (2004), p. 55.
25 Ibid., p. 58.
26 J. Meyer, ‘The Concealed Violence of Modern Peace(-Making)’, Millennium, 36:3 (2008), p. 562.
27 See, for example, D. Campbell and M. Dillon, ‘Introduction’, p. 1.
28 E. Frazer and K. Hutchings, ‘Argument and Rhetoric in the Justification of Political Violence’,

European Journal of Political Theory, 6:2 (2007), p. 195.
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Western states need to spread freedom and democracy by sending in military
forces29 – in other words to stop the violence of the extremists by using military
force (‘justified’ violence). Meyer comments, ‘[s]ince military action is performed in
the name of the common good of humanity, it must not be represented as an act
of violence, but celebrated as an intervention that counters violence and war’.30 In
this way acts of state violence perform an ordering function in the interests of the
powerful and Western values, and as such are presented as positive.31

This has an impact on the way that actors behave in international politics.
Coleman, for example, points out how the legitimisation of state violence is
reproduced in development policy in Columbia. In its National Development Plan
2002–2006, Columbia represents criminals as engaging in violence, but not the state
engaged in (violent) repression: ‘Violence is thereby set apart from the state. What
the state does is not violence: violence is its other.’32 This is not only important for
the way we discuss and understand international politics, but the naming of
violence in this way constitutes it as such, so that non-state actors become violent
and state actors are non-violent, regardless of how similar their actual actions are.

These examples have shown that although many traditional scholars use the
concept of violence to mean direct violence, and use it to refer both to legitimate
and illegitimate cases, there are some who prefer to leave the usage of violence for
cases which the author perceives to be illegitimate. This is problematical as it
constructs a discourse of legitimacy around all state violence, and it hides the
violence of state action.

State of violence

Violence can also be used in IR to refer to a state of violence, as the opposite of
peace or order. This is violence where there is no actor, but where the general state
of the world or a region and so on is said to be violent. Although this
interpretation of the concept of violence is less common in the literature, one could
put the interpretation on some statements. For example, the quote used to
illustrate Waltz’s use of the direct violence concept above could also be interpreted
as referring to a general state of affairs, with no actor – ‘violence among states’
does not necessarily refer to specific violent actions by states, but could refer to a
state of affairs. Waltz states that ‘in the state of nature conflict and violence
reign’.33 If this refers to the fact that in the state of nature actors are always using
violent tactics, then we can accept this as direct violence. But if we interpret it as
nebulous actors with indeterminate actions in a state that seems violent, or as a
way to characterise disorder, then this interpretation is less useful. It blurs the
distinction between the actual use of violence and the potential use, fear or threat
of violence.

29 J. Meyer, ‘The Concealed Violence of Modern Peace(-Making)’, p. 562–3.
30 Ibid., p. 566.
31 L. Shepherd, ‘“Victims, Perpetrators and Actors” Revisited’, p. 250.
32 L. Coleman, ‘The Gendered Violence of Development: Imaginitive Geographies of Exclusion in the

Imposition of Neo-liberal Capitalism’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 9:2
(2007), p. 210.

33 Waltz, Man, the State and War, p. 163.
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One could also interpret Hedley Bull’s use of the concept of violence as a state
which is the opposite of order. After all, his Anarchical Society is primarily a
treatise on order, and violence is often referred to as the opposite of order, for
example ‘The liberation of African and Asian peoples from European empires has
been accompanied by violence and disorder’.34 However, Bull’s consistent approach
of referring to direct violence, regardless of the actor, as violence, leaves little room
for doubt that he means direct violence in each case, and not a state of affairs.

Although violence as a state of nature is not an interpretation used as often as
direct violence, it is still one that is used on occasion. It is quite possible that
authors often use the term in this way when they are referring to many acts of
violence, but it is not always clear that this is the case, and it can also be
interpreted as a state of disorder, or more generally a state of affairs that the
author does not approve of.

This analysis of how traditional IR uses the concept of violence has shown that
authors most often use the concept of violence to mean direct violence. Scholars
tend to use the concept only rarely, and there remains a question about whether
they avoid the concept due to its implication of illegitimacy when they are referring
to the violence used by states which they perceive as being legitimate.

The meaning of violence

Before looking at what a definition of violence should look like, I want to look at
some of the problems associated with the concept of violence, and some flaws in
other definitions of violence. Although this may seem like a negative way of
dealing with a definition, the importance of the meaning of violence is as much to
do with what it does not mean as what it does mean. It must be stressed that the
intention is not to provide a definitive meaning of the concept of violence, but to
highlight some of the problems and contribute to the debate about how violence
is best understood within the context of international politics.

The normative problem

Some authors claim that the concept of violence is not useful due to its normative
content.35 Although most people will agree that violence should be condemned, the
problem comes when one asks whether all violence should be equally condemned.
Most people will also believe that some form of violence can be justified in certain
situations. Violence that is perceived to be legitimate is often referred to in a
different way, leaving the term violence to imply illegitimacy. For example, the use
of violence by ‘legitimate’ state troops is often referred to as ‘force’. In effect, this
is merely a euphemism for violence. But for another person, military violence is

34 Bull, Anarchical Society, p. 95.
35 For example, J. Gronow and J. Hilppö, ‘Violence, Ethics and Politics’, Journal of Peace Research,

7 (1970), pp. 311–20; K. Eide, ‘Note on Galtung’s Concept of “Violence”’, Journal of Peace
Research, 8 (1971), p. 71; R. Wolff, ‘On Violence’, in M. Steger and N. Lind (eds), Violence and its
Alternatives. An Interdisciplinary Reader (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1999).
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never or rarely justified. This person is more likely to refer to the same thing as
violence rather than force. This problem is very similar to the problem with using
the word terrorism. Whereas it is easy to label Al-Qaeda as using terrorist tactics,
one will find more resistance to labelling a liberal democratic state’s action as
terrorist, even if its methods and aims fit within a typical definition of terrorism.
In the same way, the description of Al-Qaeda’s 9/11 attacks on the twin towers as
violence is common, whereas the description of US attacks on Afghanistan or Iraq
is often termed as force. Choosing the word force implies a certain legitimacy for
the act.

It has been claimed that the term violence is simply applied to whatever the
person using the term does not like.36 Betz calls it a

[l]anguage game [of] condemning with particular vehemence some forms of human action.
In playing the game, we do not merely call the acts wrong or criminal; we use the word
‘violent’ to label them worthy of extreme obloquy [. . .] But not all wrongs are violent
wrongs, and not all evildoers do evil with violence.37

For the purposes of academic analysis of violence, this type of rhetoric is not
useful, and uses that aim to label something as wrong by applying the label of
violence need to be highlighted. This is not to say that we can have an objective
definition of violence, as normative values will always affect our understanding.
But the normative implications of the use of the term need highlighting, and we
need a definition that allows some consistency of use. Although violence has a
negative connotation, this is not as strong as the values that are apportioned to
some concepts. For example, it is not easy to assert that legitimacy is anything
other than positive, and yet the idea of legitimate violence is not an oxymoron.
Thus, although violence conveys a normative element of illegitimacy, this is not
inherent or essential, and is dependent on context. It is possible to discuss the core
meaning of violence upon which notions of legitimacy can lie.

Violence and legitimacy

There are some definitions of violence that are formed to a high degree on
normative values, and which are weak because of this. For example, Wolff and
Honderich see violence as illegitimate, but the use of force by a legitimate authority
as not violent.38 For Wolff, this means that the whole concept of violence is
incoherent as his anarchist viewpoint also sees legitimate authority as incoherent.39

There are some problems with this. This concept of legitimacy is based only on the
legitimacy of the actor. The concept of legitimacy is widely contested. The view
that it is only about actors often becomes conflated with the assumption that the
only legitimate actors are states. However there will always be disagreement about
what authorities, or what uses of violence, are legitimate. For example, a

36 K. Eide, ‘Note on Galtung’s Concept of “Violence”’, Journal of Peace Research, 8 (1971), p. 71.
37 J. Betz, ‘Violence: Garver’s Definition and a Deweyan Correction’, Ethics, 87:4 (1977), pp. 341–2.
38 R Wolff, ‘On Violence’ in M Steger and N Lind (eds) Violence and Its Alternatives. An

Interdisciplinary Reader (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999); T Honderich, Violence for Equality.
Inquiries in Political Philosophy 3rd Edition (London: Routledge, 1989)

39 R. Wolff, ‘On Violence’, p. 12.
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non-violent protestor may see a police officer’s use of force as illegitimate and
therefore violent. But a government official may see the same police officer’s
actions as a legitimate use of force to maintain order (and possibly to stop the
protest turning ‘violent’).

Some concepts of legitimacy restrict it to actors. The legitimacy of an actor is
often measured by its democratic credentials, representativeness, moral authority
and so on, and the legitimacy of an act is often measured according to the
legitimacy of the actor.40 Sometimes legitimacy is assumed to belong to states and
only to those non-state actors that the state decides to grant it to.41 But legitimacy
is more complex than this and can include the perception or assumption that an
action or actor is desirable or appropriate, the belief that a rule or institution
should be obeyed or conforms to the law, that something has received wide
approval or external recognition.42 It is socially constructed and varies according
to time and place.43 Legitimate violence will often be seen as being carried out by
a democratic state, and be perceived as being legal. This idea that violence is
legitimately carried out by states has a long history, including Weber’s claim that
states have the monopoly on legitimate violence, and just war theory. However
violence carried out in the name of self-determination, representative of the desires
of a people group in that territorial location, may also be perceived as legitimate.
Liberation struggles like the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa
have been widely perceived as being legitimate. One could argue that once
successful, uses of non-state violence become legitimate.44 There is also a view held
by many that it is state violence that is illegitimate, and violence used to stop the
oppression of the state is legitimate.45

The analysis of legitimacy based on the actor alone is incomplete, and not
helpful for a definition of violence. Legitimacy is a much broader concept that also
can be applied to ‘a resource to be held or traded, a perception to be described,
an authoritative judgement, or a tool of imperialistic exclusion’ and so on.46 Using
the legitimacy of an actor in order to determine whether something is violent not
only simplifies the concept of legitimacy, but also unhelpfully narrows debate
about a subject by differentiating between actors that can be doing the same thing.
This can have an impact on the way we understand and act in the political world.
If we think that only non-state actors are capable of doing violence, they are
treated and understood in completely different ways than state actors who can be
doing the same thing – this unnecessarily restricts the way we think about and
conceive of these acts and plays a role in constituting some acts as violence and
not others.47

40 See, for example, A. Buchanan, ‘Political Legitimacy and Democracy’, Ethics, 112 (July 2002).
41 H. Toros, ‘“We Don’t Negotiate with Terrorists!”: Legitimacy and Complexity in Terrorist

Conflicts’, Security Dialogue, 39:4 (2008), p. 413.
42 See, I. Hurd, ‘Legitimacy and Authority in International Politics’, International Organization, 53:2

(1999), p. 381; S. Mulligan, ‘The Uses of Legitimacy’, p. 367.
43 Toros, ‘“We Don’t Negotiate with Terrorists!”’, p. 413.
44 Cf. V. Held, ‘Legitimate Authority in Non-state Groups Using Violence’, Journal of Social

Philosophy, 36:2 (2005), pp. 175–93.
45 Cf. Frazer and Hutchings, ‘Argument and Rhetoric’, and K. Hutchings, ‘Simone de Beauvoir and

the Ambiguous Ethics of Political Violence’, Hypatia, 22:3 (2007).
46 S. Mulligan, ‘The Uses of Legitimacy’, p. 352.
47 This issue is very similar to the debate about state terrorism. While terrorism is often defined as

being carried out by non-state actors, many authors now argue that where states are carrying out
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By bringing the concept of legitimacy into the definition of violence, the term
becomes a political tool. Governments are able to call something violent in order
to condemn it, at the same time as using violence themselves to maintain the status
quo where they have the power. Garver points out that President Johnson was
telling the civil rights movement in the US that they could not win by violence at
the same time as he was escalating violence in Vietnam.48 Presumably he would
have used the euphemistic term force for the Vietnam War instead of violence. In
a similar way, there are people who currently support the ‘War on Terror’ in order
to stop the ‘violence’ of terrorism, often without naming the violence being used
within the War on Terror. For example, a recent article in the Financial Times said
both that ‘Not all Muslims – even among those prepared to use violence in pursuit
of their cause – think alike’, and that ‘There are plenty of dangerous Islamists for
whom the only response will be military force.’49 The presumption is that the
terrorists use violence and are illegitimate, and state authorities are legitimate and
so use military force.

Violence versus peace and order

Concentrating on the legitimacy of the actor engaging in violence is not the only
way that normative values enter into the definition of ‘violence’. Some definitions
also bring in normative values by contrasting violence with peace or with order.
Galtung contrasts violence with peace in his famous article on the subject,
Violence, Peace and Peace Research, which is aimed at setting out a research
agenda for peace research.50 Although the majority of the article is spent
articulating what Galtung understands by the concept of violence, the aim is in
order to understand the term peace. Everything that is violent is the opposite of
peace. Galtung sets out three principles to discuss the idea of peace, the third being
‘The statement peace is absence of violence shall be retained as valid’.51 There are
two problems with this approach. Firstly, the fact that violence and peace are not
opposites in this way, and secondly the fact that Galtung uses his definition of
violence to be able to encompass within his definition of peace the things he wants
to be able to discuss in peace research. For Galtung, peace research should not
only be about ending direct violence, but also ending social injustice.

In the case of the first problem, that it is wrong to conceptualise violence as the
opposite of peace, Galtung clearly wants to establish the definition of peace as not
only the absence of direct violence, but also the presence of social justice (or
absence of structural violence – these two terms are interchangeable for Galtung).
As I show below in discussing structural violence, by broadening the concept of
violence to include social justice, Galtung makes the term incoherent. With a

the same types of acts we should also be categorising this as terrorism. For further information, see
G. Alexander (ed.), Western State Terrorism (London: Routledge, 1991); I. Primoratz (ed.),
Terrorism. The Philosophical Issues (London: Palgrave, 2004), Part III.

48 N. Garver, ‘What Violence Is’, in J. Rachels and F. Tillman (eds), Philosophical Issues. A
Contemporary Introduction (London: Harper Row, 1972), p. 223.

49 P. Stephens, ‘The Fight that Demands Something Other than War’, Financial Times (11 April 2008),
accessed online via Newsbank, 15 August 2008.

50 J. Galtung, ‘Violence, Peace and Peace Research’, Journal of Peace Research, 6 (1969), pp. 167–91.
51 Ibid., p. 167.
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traditional view of peace, the problem with comparing peace and violence is that
there are times when the two can be coexisting, or when neither is present. Acts
of violence in international politics can be perpetrated during peacetime as well as
during wartime, for example terrorist attacks or short campaigns not classed as
war. There are also acts of violence that occur during peacetime, for example
violence against women in the home, acts of murder, which under the usual
conception of peace do not mean an end to peace. At the same time, two actors
can technically be at war with each other, and therefore not at peace, and yet not
be perpetrating any acts of violence. This could happen, for example, where a state
instigates a blockade against another state. This is technically a declaration of war,
but is not inherently violent. Galtung wants to get away from this conception of
peace, a debate not within the scope of this article, but I would argue that one act
of violence does not necessarily end the state of peace, although it brings a source
of conflict into the peace. This conception of peace and violence highlights the
question of whether violence can be a state of affairs, or a condition of world
order. I argue below that violence is an instrumental act. As such it cannot be a
state of affairs. If we were to agree that violence is an instrument it cannot be the
opposite of peace which is a condition of world order.

The second problem with Galtung’s conception of violence purely in reference
to peace is that he ends up building into the concept of violence the opposite of
everything he wants to be able to build into his conception of peace. This is in
danger of leading to the approach discussed above of including everything that we
do not like. The function of this definition of violence is primarily to provide a
definition of peace, and one which enables a research project within peace research
which encompasses both direct violence and social injustice, one which enables the
researcher to look at both direct violence and development. Galtung backs this up
by stating that a narrow definition of violence is not suitable as ‘If this were all
violence is about, and peace is seen as its negation, then too little is rejected when
peace is held up as an ideal.’52 In some ways this is a creditable aim. There are
clearly links between violence and social justice or development, and it is important
that these links are recognised and researched. But keeping the labels separate
enables greater clarity when looking at links between the two. Galtung recognises
this point to some degree when he comments that instead of referring to the
‘absence of personal violence, and absence of structural violence [. . .] For brevity the
formulations “absence of violence” and “social justice” may perhaps be preferred’.53

Normative values are also brought into the definition of violence when it is
defined as the opposite of order.54 In this approach, order is seen as a positive
thing that should be sought after. However, order can also be seen as the
maintenance of the status quo, rather than the development of a just and good
society. It depends on one’s priorities as to which one prefers. Many actors turn
to violence in the belief that the resulting disorder is a valid price to pay if justice
results. Civil wars often begin in order to change the status quo, to change the
existing order.

52 Ibid., p. 168.
53 Ibid., p. 183.
54 J. Harris, Violence and Responsibility (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980), p. 12; J. Turpin

and L. Kurtz, ‘Untangling the Web of Violence’, in M. Steger and N. Lind (eds), Violence and Its
Alternatives: An Interdisciplinary Reader (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), p. 339.
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So, normative values are introduced into the concept of violence by using
legitimacy, or contrasting violence with peace or order. Whilst it is impossible to
discuss politics, and the use of violence, without introducing ones values into the
discussion, it is also important that we recognise and highlight where these values
are. If we recognise the implications of the words and definitions we use, we can
also make attempts to question our assumptions and question the impact these
assumptions have on the way we think about the world and act in it.

The instrumental meaning of violence

One of the most common discussions about violence centres on means and ends.
A good social end is sometimes said to justify the means of violence. An example
was the argument that the US and UK governments should go to war with Iraq
in 2003 in order to stop Saddam Hussein’s atrocities. Gandhi on the other hand
stated that the means must be consistent with the ends, as the means will affect the
ends. This is a key argument for non-violence. It is important that violence is seen
as a means and not an end. The use of violence is not the end position, but an
instrument in order to achieve a certain aim.55 The aim is not to artificially rule
out of debate an aspect that should or could be considered, or to artificially
simplify the concept. Rather, it is to recognise that violence as an instrument is the
core meaning of the concept, and stretching it to incorporate a state of violence
brings in a vague concept unnecessarily. As I argued earlier, the concept of violence
as a state of nature often refers to many acts of direct violence. Where it does not,
it usually refers to a state that the author does not like, for example disorder.

It could be argued that a state of violence exists when there is a culture of using
violence, or many acts of violence make violence ubiquitous. In this case the state
of violence is no different to the instrumental meaning, in that the state of violence
is referring to an aspect of instrumental violence – its frequent occurrence and so
on. In the same way, one could argue that violence is part of human nature, and
therefore we can talk about the state of violence within humankind. I would argue
that it is true that violence can be a learned pattern of action, or a culture within
society. But the act of violence still is perpetrated by an actor, who at some level
has a choice about whether to engage in violence, and why. It remains important
to restrict the concept of violence to mean an instrument. It is an instrument that
can be used to gain many things, from the oppression of another person, to a
general state of world disorder, but violence is always a means aimed at achieving
a certain aim.

Violence is by nature instrumental; like all means, it always stands in need of guidance and
justification through the end it pursues. And what needs justification by something else
cannot be the essence of anything. The end of war [. . .] is peace or victory; but to the
question And what is the end of peace? There is no answer.56

55 One could argue that there are certain times when violence is an end. For example, acts of genocide
aim to kill people because the perpetrator wants them dead, not in order to bring about a political
aim. But even this can still be seen as a means to an end – the removal of a particular ethnic group
from the particular country or area.

56 Hannah Arendt, On Violence (London: Harcourt Brace, 1970), p. 51.
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Frazer and Hutchings argue that it is not possible to separate ‘violent doing from
violent being’ and that doing so ‘underestimates the levels of ideological and
material investment needed to sustain violence as a repertoire for political action’
and overestimates the ability of actors to transcend the use of violence.57 This view
should not be discounted. It is certainly important to recognise the structures and
beliefs that allow the use of violence to continue so easily. However, this does not
need to mean that violence is other than instrumental. Recognising the structures,
institutions and beliefs that perpetuate violence can be done at the same time as
recognising that violence is an act that is carried out by an actor. Although it
should also be recognised that in the real world these links will be complex and the
borderlines of violence may be fuzzy.

Violence cannot be compared to world peace, or social justice, as they are
completely different – they are the end state towards which one may choose to aim.
The study of violence in international politics should treat the concept as an
instrument. The instrument of violence is always used in order to achieve another
aim. This may be positive or negative, and include an aim about other people’s use
of violence, for example to create disorder, or to prevent another actor being able
to use violence. But the use of violence is a tool nevertheless. Therefore the next
question this article will look at is what kind of instrument it is, and what it
includes.

Aspects of violence

A key debate in the definition of violence is whether it includes only acts of
commission, or acts of omission also. Honderich illustrates this by asking if the
following two scenarios are equally violent: I send a poisoned food parcel to India,
and the people who receive it die; I do not give money to Oxfam, and people who
could have been helped die. In the first example, the deaths are a direct result of
my act. The only way for another person to stop those deaths would be to
intervene to stop my act. If I had not been born the act would not have happened.
In the second example, the deaths are a result of omissions by many people. Any
one of them can act to stop the deaths. If I had not been born the deaths would
still occur. Honderich concludes that the difference is intention. Honderich does
not classify acts of unintentional or partly unintentional omission as violent.58 By
accepting that all violence is intentional, it means that to call an event in
international politics violent, we must be able to see some element of choice from
the actor involved. This does not mean that structural forces are irrelevant to the
subject of violence in international politics. There are clearly strong structural
forces at work within the international system, and within relationships at all levels
that affect international politics. However, although violence may happen as a
result of the structures in society, the actual act of violence itself is intentional, in
that it has a conscious actor, it is the result of a decision by the person perpetrating
the act. This decision may well be made because the actor thinks he or she has no

57 E. Frazer and K. Hutchings, ‘On Politics and Violence: Arendt contra Fanon’, Contemporary
Political Theory, 7 (2008), p. 107.

58 Honderich, Violence for Equality, pp. 65–81, 102–3.

1828 Claire Thomas

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

10
00

11
54

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210510001154


other option given the circumstances they find themselves in, but it is still an
intentional act. Structural violence takes the opposite point of view, and is designed
to incorporate into the definition of violence structural aspects which do not have
an actor.

Structural violence

Galtung is the most prominent advocate of structural violence. Many papers
referring to structural violence refer back to his paper Violence, Peace and Peace
Research. He explains structural violence as the difference between the actual and
the potential: ‘violence is present when human beings are being influenced so that
their actual somatic and mental realizations are below their potential realization’.59

So according to this definition if something is avoidable and yet still happens,
violence has occurred. If it was unavoidable then there is no violence. The example
Galtung gives is that tuberculosis is now a preventable disease, and so if someone
dies from it this is due to violence. In the eighteenth century however, tuberculosis
was not preventable, and so someone dying from it was not a result of violence.
Thus, violence is not necessarily dependent on there being an actor, or of the act
being physical, or of there being an object that is hurt. For Galtung, we can discuss
physical or psychological violence, negative or positive violence (where ‘a person
can be influenced not only by punishing him when he does what the influencer
considers wrong, but also by rewarding him when he does what the influencer
considers right’),60 violence with or without an object, violence with or without an
actor (direct or structural violence), violence that is intended or unintended, and
violence which is manifest or latent.61 This concept of violence has become
popular, especially the notion of structural violence, where there is no actor but
that violence is the result of structure and ‘shows up as unequal power and
consequently as unequal life chances’.62

Much of the attractiveness of this idea of structural violence is that it broadens
the remit of security studies, or of research into violence. Thus, economic issues
and the damage done by poverty and so on become just as important as the
damage done by direct, physical violence. Authors who work with the concept of
structural violence aim to highlight the hidden structures in order to work towards
their transformation.63 The problem with this is that it is defining a concept
dependent on what we want to be able to study within its remit. A concept should
not depend for its meaning on how we want to study it, but rather on what the
concept means. The concept of structural violence is performing a similar role to
the debate about broadening the definition of security. Within the security debate
we are used to people posing the challenge of securitisation – that people call
something a security problem in order to make it sound more urgent, more policy
relevant and so on. One can pose the same challenge to structural violence. Rather

59 Galtung, ‘Violence, Peace and Peace Research’, p. 168.
60 Ibid., p. 170.
61 Ibid., pp. 169–72.
62 Galtung, ‘Violence, Peace and Peace Research’, p. 171.
63 See, for example, D. Roberts, Human Insecurity (London: Zed Books, 2008), p. 22.
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than having a clear academic reason for stretching the concept of violence to
incorporate other, equally bad, social ills, the main reason proposed is that these
other social ills cause as much or more damage than the damage caused by
violence. This may well be the case, and these issues should have urgent academic
and policy attention. However, re-defining a concept like violence to incorporate
these issues in order to gain that attention is a poor way of achieving this. A clear
argument that states the reasons why wider social ills are more worthy of our
attention does not need the further argument that we should also call them
violence.

So, by calling something violent, or designating it as an issue of security, an
author is claiming a certain importance for the issue, escalating it up the policy
agenda, and allowing for extraordinary reactions. For example, by saying that
extremists use violence, one designates it as a significant and bad problem, which
allows an exceptional response of violence (called military force) to counter it. The
aim of calling something violence in order to push it up the policy agenda, meaning
it requires special, urgent action, can also lead to dealing with these issues in a
different, exceptional way, outside the realm of ‘ordinary’ politics. This may or
may not be beneficial in dealing with the issue in question, or for our politics in
general.64

A similar move is made by Žižek when he claims that alongside subjective
violence (direct, intentional violence), there is also objective violence, one form of
which is systemic violence – the damaging consequences of the ‘normal’ functioning
of the system. This systemic violence must be taken into account, according to
Žžiek, in order to make sense of subjective violence.65 He argues that this systemic
violence needs to be given prominence, despite the urgency attributed to direct
violence which fights for our attention.66 Again, this argument is valid in that
systemic problems cause more suffering in the world than direct violence. But there
has to be a further reason to also call this violence. After all, the argument can be
made without the need to label something as violence. One could argue that seeing
as our concepts are important because they change the way we think about the
world, and change the way we act in it, a definition of violence that incorporates
these other social ills would be valuable. However, broadening the concept in this
way also has the potential for being damaging. If we conceive of all these things
as equally violent, in order to see them as equally important, there is an implication
that we are also going to tackle the issues as problems of violence. Issues of
poverty are not helpfully tackled in the same way as issues of direct violence.

The concept of structural violence is problematical as it means that the
definition of violence becomes linked to the result of an act (or influence), and not
to the intention or actual action of the actor. This illustrates a key difference in the
way violence is conceived: one way sees violence from the perspective of the
perpetrator, and sees it as intentional, destructive force; the other way sees violence
from the point of view of the victim, and sees it as a form of violation.67 Bufacchi
points out that these two concepts of violence stem from the Latin roots of the

64 For discussion of these issues in reference to the securitisation debate, see, B. Buzan, O. Wæver, J.
de Wilde, Security. A New Framework for Analysis (London: Lynne Rienner, 1998), pp. 23–6.

65 S. Žižek, Violence (London: Profile Books, 2009), pp. 1–2.
66 Ibid., pp. 8–9.
67 V. Bufacchi, ‘Two Concepts of Violence’, Political Studies Review, 3 (2005), pp. 193–204.
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term. The root of the word violence is violentia, meaning a passionate and
uncontrolled force, but the meaning is often conflated with ‘violation’, from the
Latin violare, meaning ‘infringement’.68

Although the definition of violence is partly contingent on the result of an act,
in that it requires that the intention is to physically harm the victim, it is also
necessary for that result to be a means to an end, not an end in itself. Because the
result of many different acts or situations is physical harm or death (or unequal
power or life chances), many things become incorporated into the definition of
violence if the concept of intention is not used, and if the instrumental nature of
violence is ignored. Roberts goes some way to improving on the debate about
structural violence by pointing out that structures are created by people, and thus
structural violence can be prevented and does have responsible actors. He also
operationalises it by referring to specific acts of structural violence, looking at
avoidable civilian deaths. He argues that his way of looking at human insecurity
enables the analysis of structures, institutions and human agency, but without the
problems caused by broadening the debate to include Galtung’s concept of
realising full human psychosomatic potential.69 But this does not prevent the
problem that structural violence still refers to anything an author wants it to.
Interestingly, many of Roberts’ choice of examples can be incorporated under the
title of direct violence in any case (they are preventable female deaths: infanticide,
maternal mortality, intimate killings (normal domestic murder, dowry murders and
‘honour’ killings), lethal female genital mutilation; and avoidable deaths in children
under five).70

Some caution is needed in this approach, however. It is easy to think of
examples where violence is not intentional, for example a natural disaster, or
bombing an empty building that accidentally harms someone nearby. We have
already recognised that the concept has fuzzy boundaries, and thus we can
recognise that some violence occurs naturally. The point here is to discuss that
violence which is most relevant for the study of international politics. This is not
the same as accepting that everything that causes harm in some way can be
captured within the term violence. It is also not going so far as to say that
accidental acts of violence are not violence at all. Collateral damage is still violent.
The point of including the idea of intentionality in the definition of violence is that
it ensures the violence we are discussing in international politics has an actor and
does not end up including indeterminate ideas like a state of violence. It does not
just happen on its own. It is also an action that is done with the intention of
harming, unlike acts such as a doctor causing some pain in order to heal.

Harris points out the difficulty in describing what constitutes a violent act. He
says that a violent act can be done non-violently, for example poisoning someone,
or using biological weapons in warfare instead of dropping bombs.71 One could
add that a non-violent act can be done violently, for example a surgeon using a
knife to perform an operation.72 Harris therefore asserts that the descriptive

68 Ibid., p. 194.
69 Roberts, Human Insecurity, p. 29.
70 Ibid.
71 J. Harris, Violence and Responsibility, pp. 15–6.
72 Gandhi, referred to in J. Keane, Violence and Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2004), p. 35.
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element is moved from the act to the consequences. The result is that violence is
an instrument – more to do with the means, the actual act itself, than to do with
the result. Yet it is also partly contingent on the result. It is an act that
intentionally leads to harm, but with another aim. The harm is not the desired end,
but a means to another end.

Structural or systemic violence focuses almost completely on the result of
violence, and does not include a requirement of intention or the instrumental
nature of violence. Therefore it ends up including a broad range of acts or
occurrences that lead to physical or mental harm. This is not useful for the study
of international politics. As Keane puts it, this ‘makes violence indistinguishable
from experiences like “harm”, “misery”, “unhappiness”, “alienation”, “cultural
discrimination” and “repression”’.73 This does not completely negate the insight
the concept of structural violence can bring into the structural cause of injustice
and so on. These insights have been important in bringing social injustice into the
foreground. The study of IR needs to be careful not to prioritise the study of direct
violence over other forms of suffering like poverty. However in conceptual terms
structural violence needs to be seen as different to violence. In fact, as Derriennic
points out, Galtung’s concept of structural violence makes much of what is usually
seen as nonviolence (for example, passive resistance, strike, civil disobedience) a
violent act. Derriennic does not see this as a problem, as non-violence in this
context refers to a particular tactic, and could easily be referred to as a less-violent
action.74 However, this point does bring into question a definition of violence
which cannot distinguish between violence and non-violence. We do not need to
refer to all social ills as violence in order to recognise that they bring human
suffering and need to be eradicated. Nor do we need to refer to structural forces
as violence in order to recognise the role they play in instigating acts of violence.
What we do need is an understanding of the complex nature of structure and
agency regarding violence. Calling everything violence does not contribute to this
understanding. The choice to use violence is conscious, but the choice is made from
a series of socially acceptable choices, and structure plays an important role in
defining what those choices are.75

Although the structural aspect of violence is an important issue, it moves too
far away from the central meaning of the word. Galtung says ‘[i]n order not to
overwork the word violence we shall sometimes refer to the condition of structural
violence as social injustice’.76 Social injustice is not the same as violence. It may be
a bad thing, but the aim is not to give the label violence to everything that one
disagrees with.

Direct violence

So, why is direct violence the best way to approach its study in International
Relations? This article has already established that other forms of violence are

73 Ibid., p. 34.
74 J. Derriennic, ‘Theory and Ideologies of Violence’, Journal of Peace Research, 9 (1972), p. 365.
75 Cf. L. Shepherd, ‘Gender, Violence and Global Politics: Contemporary Debates in Feminist Security

Studies’, Political Studies Review, 7 (2009), p. 211.
76 Galtung, ‘Violence, Peace and Peace Research’, p. 171.
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conceptual stretching and complicate any discussion of violence unnecessarily. This
is not the same as saying that these phenomena do not exist or should not be
studied. In fact, I would argue that links between direct violence and social
injustice or global disorder are fruitful areas for research. But it is to say that these
broadened definitions should be treated as separate phenomena from direct
violence. Ultimately, many of these other conceptions of violence are more closely
related to violation than violence. As such, they can refer to a very broad range
of things of varying levels of importance, including civil rights, human rights and
so on. The argument that these aspects are just as important as direct violence is
compelling, but not for the re-definition of the concept. After all, the word
violation is already available for these aspects.

Following on from this is the need to establish what direct violence involves.
I have already demonstrated above that it is an intentional and instrumental act.
It could also involve a range of things, from physical or emotional pain or injury,
the threat of pain or injury to enforce an action,77 psychological violence, covert
violence, a violation of someone’s dignity.

In common parlance, the word violence is often used in a metaphorical sense.
I argue that this needs to be avoided, or at least made clear that this is how it is
being used, when analysing international politics, for the sake of clarity. When
violence is used metaphorically, it tends to be used in a way that gives (negative)
value to something. For example, someone might say ‘she let loose a violent attack
on him’, meaning a verbal rather than a physical attack. This would be a
metaphorical way of describing the way she talked, rather than an actual
description of what happened. The term violence has been used metaphorically to
such a degree that it is often difficult to ascertain the exact meaning of the word,
and whether it means physical harm or an extreme case of something like an
argument. This distinction is important in international politics.

A dictionary definition of violence is ‘[t]he exercise of physical force so as to
inflict injury on, or cause damage to, persons or property’.78 This definition works
well as a description of direct violence. But it is also important to remember the
instrumental nature of violence. Keane provides a fuller yet similar description of
the concept of violence: ‘the more or less intended, direct but unwanted physical
interference by groups and/or individuals with the bodies of others, who are
consequently made to suffer a series of effects ranging from shock, speechlessness,
mental torment, nightmares, bruises, scratches, swellings, or headaches through to
broken bones, heart attacks, loss of body parts, or death’.79

The only aspect these definitions do not account for is psychological violence.
Betz argues that this is a metaphorical use of the term, although it can also be seen
to result in serious harm, including physical harm. He claims that all violence is
overt or physical.80 However, psychological violence can result in harm as
damaging as physical, direct violence, and so it would seem wrong to exclude
psychological violence from a definition of violence. In this context, however, it
would need to be intentional psychological violence that was a means to an end.

77 G. Fried, ‘Critiques of Violence’, in Encyclopedia of Violence, Peace and Conflict, 1 (San Diego:
Academic Press, 1999), p. 507.

78 Oxford English Dictionary, online.
79 Keane, Violence and Democracy, p. 35.
80 Betz, ‘Violence: Garver’s Definition’, p. 342.
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In conclusion, I am suggesting a working definition for violence in the context
of the study of international politics as being an intentional act designed to cause
harm, which is direct and physical or psychological. It is instrumental, a tool in
order to achieve a particular aim. The reason this is a good use of the concept is
that it is close to what most people would conceive of as the core meaning of the
term. At the same time, it is narrow enough to allow analysis without causing
confusion about what exactly we are discussing. It is also applicable to any actor,
whether we perceive their actions as legitimate or not. We must not forget that the
fundamental basis of violence is that it does harm to an individual. Euphemisms
that are often used in international politics can allow us to forget this. This
definition of violence also allows violence to be researched at many levels, from an
individual instance of violence like rape, to a large scale campaign of violence like
war. This conception of violence does not hide the fact that we are talking about
harm to individuals, whether it be through organised violence, violence of one
person against another, violence perpetrated via the use of technology and so on.

What is the value of the concept of violence in IR?

After describing the ways in which violence is a difficult concept to define and use,
one may ask whether it has any value. Some authors see it as a useless term due
to its inherent negative connotations.81 However, I argue that it is possible to look
at the use of violence by different groups and treat each case on its own terms.
Other terms are less easily able to do this. For example the commonly used term
‘force’ refers primarily to legitimate or state action. Although we have seen that
violence is often used to refer to only illegitimate acts, we have also seen that many
authors use it when referring to what they believe is legitimate violence and thus
there is an opportunity to use ‘violence’ as a concept for any actor. Although there
are problems with violence as a concept, as described above, a consistent use of the
term in its narrow sense, which in any case is the sense most often used by authors,
has the potential to overcome these problems.

There are also positive reasons for using the concept of violence when writing
about international politics. There are subtle meanings available in violence not
available in other similar terms like force. One of these meanings is the idea that
violence is a personal concept, linked to the harm caused to the individual. Force
on the other hand is a more abstract term, linked more to the coercion than to the
means used to gain that coercion. Force can be done violently or non-violently. In
this way, force is a ‘clean’, general term, whereas violence is a precise term
describing the actual act, not glossing over the damage done or the gruesome
nature of the act – it is not involved in euphemism. The danger in referring to an
act of violence in some other way is that we can hide the fact that we are discussing
something that does significant harm to individuals. It rolls off the tongue too
easily to talk about the use of military force. It can make an act of extraordinary
brutality sound normal. We can construct a discourse around the use of violence

81 For example, Gronow and Hilppö, ‘Violence, Ethics and Politics’.
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that makes it seem a common, natural, normal process within international
politics. The result can be that the use of violence is taken for granted as a natural,
unavoidable part of life.

Violence is also a concept that can be used when applied at a variety of levels.
So we can talk about violence between states, or violence against an individual.
The effect of violence is always felt by individuals, but it is important that we can
discuss the concept at these various different levels. Thus, the concept of violence
can be used by feminist authors wishing to highlight the violence perpetrated
against women, as well as traditional IR scholars focusing on the violence between
state actors. It can also be used to highlight the links between various different
levels and acts of violence, as well as links between structural forces within
international politics and violence. Thus, analysis of international politics through
the lens of violence sidelines the problematical war-peace dichotomy and allows for
analysis of violence in peace time and in war time. This analysis can highlight the
prevalence of violence in all aspects of international politics.82

One of the ways that violence can be understood best is through a comparison
with non-violence. What one thinks of as non-violent action can also be seen as a
type of force or coercion. This clearly illustrates that violence and force are not
interchangeable concepts. Some means of coercion or force are violent and some
are not, which points to the fact that violence refers to a particular type of act, one
which directly harms another person. This act is used as a means to coerce or force
another person, or group of people, to do something. A non-violent act may also
be used to force or coerce. If we want to be able to analyse violence as a tool in
international politics – its efficacy, its legitimacy, its long term effects – we must be
able to separate it from non-violent acts. Thus violence is an instrument. There is
no other term that can be used that has this instrumental meaning, and which rules
out ‘non-violent’ aspects.

Conclusion

The title of this article asks why we do not talk about violence in IR. It has shown
that this question can be taken in two ways. In traditional IR, the concept of
violence is rarely used, and thus we can ask why these scholars tend to use other
concepts instead. In the end, we cannot know why certain authors do not use
certain concepts. However, we can conclude that the avoidance of the concept by
some traditional scholars when discussing state uses of violence functions to create
a discourse whereby state violence is accepted as legitimate and a normal part of
the functioning of relations between states. The question is, what is the value of
studying violence within IR, and why should we use it to refer to acts that we
could also refer to as force, war and so on. I argue that by using violence
regardless of the actor or morality of the act, we analyse each case in its own
terms. We need to recognise that violence does harm to individuals, whether that
be a just war, rape, or a car bomb, and if we build a discourse based on
euphemisms it is all too easy to forget this. The concept of violence is precise in

82 Cf. L. Shepherd, ‘Gender, Violence and Global Politics’, p. 209.
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that it identifies the exact nature of an act, whereby force and coercion can be done
violently or non-violently. There is a choice for actors to pursue an action violently
or non-violently, and this choice needs to be one that we can discuss clearly. A
research agenda looking at violence needs to encompass the violence of daily life
as well as the violence of war. The effects of each result in the suffering of
individuals. But if we expand the concept to also include social injustice, we talk
about everything and nothing.

However, the most important point about our study of violence in IR is that
we must study it. I acknowledge that violence is a contested concept, and thus the
conception as set out in this article is inevitably going to raise disagreements. But
without discussing what we mean by violence in IR we are in danger or relegating
it to be a rhetorical tool to refer to anything we do not like. We need to ensure
that the use of violence is not hidden from view, either by avoiding using the term,
or by using it broadly to mean all sorts of social injustice.
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